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THE SPANISH PASSION PLAY IN NEW MEXICO
AND COLORADO

THOMAS J. STEELE, S.J.

AT LEAST as early as the mid-nineteenth century and until the
present day, people of certain Spanish towns from Tome north to
southern Colorado performed all or part of a folk passion play.
The present article surveys accounts of the passion play, points out
its basic structure, and speculates about its place in the wider New
Mexican religious and historic picture.
In saying that the townspeople performed the passion play, I do
not treat the majority of penitential rituals proper to the Cofradia
de Nuestro Padre Jesus, though at times I briefly refer to the more
public and non~penitential dramatizations the Penitente Brothers
staged. Readers interested in pursuing the question of Penitente activities in parallel with the passion plays are referred to the best of
the standard works on the Brotherhood of Our Father Jesus. l Also
omitted are passion plays outside of the New Mexico cultural area,
such as those in Texas and Mexico. 2
The passion play in New Mexico and Colorado grew or dwindled
in proportion to the people's (and the priest's) devotion or lack of
it, but since the essential structure which it always retained was
that of the stations of the cross, a word about that devotion is in
order here. The stations of the cross are a set of fourteen tableaux
for prayer and contemplation, which regularize and specify the
scriptural accounts of the last earthly hours of Jesus.
The devotion of the stations enables the faithful, by identifying
themselves through ritual and mediation with the sacred places of
the passion of Christ, to become contemporary with the sacred
time of his saving death. Perhaps the principal emphasis on space
as psychologically prior to time especially recommended the devo0028-6206/78/0700-0239$02.10/0
© Regents, University of New Mexico
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tion of the stations of the cross to the heavily Indian New Mexicans, for in the Indian mind space normally holds priority over
time as the arena of God's gracious dealings with mankind. 3 The
Franciscan missionaries carried the devotion to New Mexico,
where they had the entire care of the colony through its earlier
years and implanted their own Christ-centered and passioncentered spirituality.
A majority of the episodes represented in the stations are specifically in the gospel accounts-Pilate's condemnation of Jesus to
death, his carrying his own cross (John 19: 17), Simon of Cyrene's
being made to assist him (Mark 15:21), Jesus' meeting with the
holy women of Jerusalem (Luke 23:27-31), the stripping and nailing of Christ to the cross, his death, and the deposition and burial
of his dead body. There are in addition three stations created by
logical enough interpolation-Jesus' three falls (remaining from
the earlier seven) during the journey; another station that is not
far-fetched-the meeting with his mother, who would shortly be
standing beneath his cross (John 19:25), and a station that is
merely Christian folklore- Veronica's compassionate wiping of
Christ's face with her veil and receiving an imprint of his face
upon it. The better-equipped churches would have had sets of
these stations, and they provided a narrative sequence, a sort of
unwritten scenario that everyone would have understood, to tie
the passion play together with a minimum of explanatory dialogue
needed. The prayers of the stations, which would have been
recited by a priest if one were available and by any layperson if
one were not, would have further served to let everyone know exactly what point in the well-known sequence had been reached. 4
Further to reinforce the dramatic frame provided by the stations, a great many of the alabados, the hymns without which no
Spanish religious ceremony proceeds, follow the passion in the
manner of ballads, often with one stanza for each station, and
often enough including a certain amount of dialogue to augment
the dramatic character of the performance. In Laurence Lee's
early account of Penitente practices, he includes two alabados
which he entitles "La Pasi6n del Senor" and "La Pasi6n (Part 2)";
the first of these, often called from its opening lines "Mi Dios y Mi
Redentor," is widely known as "La Pasi6n" perhaps because its
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refrain is "Por tu pasion, Jesus mio, '/ Abrasadme en vuestro
amor- Through your passion, my Jesus, embrace me in your
love." The secondalabado is "Pues Padeciste Por Amor Nuestro."
And· both hymns are largely structured upon the stations of the
cross-as indeed, many other alabados about the passion are as
'Yell. 5
The primary purpose of the passion plays was never dramatic
excellence; instead it was always the involvement of the people,
both performers and congregation, in a gripping religious ceremony. By cutting spoken lines to a minimumand drawing the congregation away from aesthetic contemplation and into reciting
prayers of the stations of the cross and singing the alabados
characterized by narrative structures and portions of the dialogue
of the sacred personages themselves, the New Mexico passion play
erased as nearly as it could the distinction between actors and audience. It joined them all into a performance which, while it did
not fail to be a play, displayed the features of a religious
ceremony.
In treating surviving accounts of these New Mexican passion
plays, I will begin with the Santa Fe performances, then move
south and swing around the compass. W. W. H. Davis, in El Gringo, describes three processions that took place in Santa Fe on Holy
Thursday and Good Friday sometime during the early 1850s:
A large assemblage collected in the Paroqu{a, or parish church,
where appropriate services were celebrated by the bishop, whence
a .long procession afterward issued, which marched around the
Plaza and through some of the principal streets. A large wooden
cross, carried upon the shoulders of the Savior, headed the procession. It was surrounded by a band of women with candles in the
hand, intended to represent the ten virgins. In addition, there was a
goodly array of carved images, including the Virgin Mary, Mary
Magdalen, and Saint John. After making the circuit of the town,
they returned to the church whence they had started. The following
day, being Good Friday, another procession started from the
parish church, but somewhat different in its appointments from the
previous one. It ~as preceded by a man mounted on a horse, intended to represent a centurion, who was surrounded by a Roman
guard armed with spears, forming as villainous-looking a group as
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I had seen for a long time. The horse was led by two grooms,
dressed in the same garb as the guard, who, to make him prance
and show off in good style, pricked him constantly with short
goads. Then came the dead body of Christ in an open coffin, on
which were a number of small wooden images, with the usual accompaniment of saints and priests, and, while they marched, a
choir of boys sang sacred music. The exercise closed with service in
the church, and a torch-light procession in the evening. 6

What Davis described over a hundred years ago in the capital city
were portions of a passion play apparently dislocated by a few
hours from the usual schedule of the smaller villages by official
church services in the cathedral, where anticipated matins and
lauds of the Friday breviary would have constituted the Latin
Tenebrae of Holy Thursday afternoon and thus commemorated
the death of Christ nearly twenty-four hours early. Hence the
bulto of Christ on the cross and other statues accompanying it in
the Thursday procession would have been the main figures of the
first twelve stations of the Way of the Cross; the "band of women
with candles in the hand, intended to represent the ten virgins,"
were surely meant to be understood as the holy women of Jerusalem whom Jesus encountered at the eighth station. The first
Good Friday procession Davis saw centered around the deposition
of the dead body of Jesus from the cross and the carrying of his
body to its place of burial, stations thirteen and fourteen. The Friday evening service was certainly the Serm6n de la Soledad, a talk
on the bereaved mother of Christ, preceded by hymns and followed by a second procession in which the people carried the
bulto of Nuestra Senora de la Soledad through the streets and sang
more hymns. These. three processions that Davis so uncomprehendingly witnessed form the axis of the passion playas performed in New Mexico and the middle procession, that of the
deposition and burial, seems to have been its very nub.
Passion plays in many of the villages of New Mexico were more
elaborate than that in Santa Fe, partly, perhaps, because of constant participation by the laity. From the end of the eighteenth
century or the beginning of the nineteenth, there were chapters of
a confraternity of Spanish Catholic laymen in most villages of cen-
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tral and northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. Members
of this Brotherhood (the Penitentes) took charge of the public
religious services in villages without a priest and even after an ordained priest arrived, the brothers played a large part in Holy
Week observances. In Tome, for example, a village in the Rio Abajo thirty miles below Albuquerque, a priest had been on hand
since 1821, but the Hermandad still directed Holy Week processions into the 1830s. From all available evidence, residents of
Tome performed the most complete set of episodes, and by some
good luck the passion play there was frequently recorded. It was
mentioned in the earliest surviving accounts of such plays (1776);
described the earliest by a newcomer from the United States,
Josiah Gregg, in the 1830s, who recorded the continuing participation of the Penitentes; studied with care by a trained
observer, Florence Hawley Ellis, in the 1940s and '50s; and
documented with a movie and a set of scenarios, scripts, and
precis of sermons that make it the only American folk passion play
of which the text survives. 7
Josiah Gregg showed little more understanding of the Tome
ceremony than Davis had demonstrated concerning Santa Fe, but
with a lot more good will. As John E. Englekirk remarks, "Gregg's
phrasing [in the following passage], 'my attention was arrested,'
does leave room for speculation on the possibility that the parti~ular procession he describes was but a phase of a larger
ceremony that might well have been an actual reenactment of the
dramatic moments of the Passion."8 Gregg wrote:
It has been customary for great malefactors to propitiate Divine
forgiveness by a cruel sort of penitencia, which generally takes
place during the Semana Santa. I once chanced to be in the town of
Tome on Good Friday, when my attention was arrested by a man
almost naked, bearing, in imitation of Simon, a huge cross upon his
shoulders, which, though constructed of the lightest wood, must
have weighed over a hundred pounds. The long end dragged upon
the ground, as we have seen it represented in sacred pictures, and
about the middle swung a stone of immense dimensions, appended
there for the purpose of making the task more laborious. Not far
behind followed another equally destitute of clothing, with his
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whole body wrapped in chains and cords, which seemed buried in
the muscles, and which so cramped and confined him that hewas
scarcely able to keep pace with the procession. The person who
brought up the rear presented a still more disgusting aspect. He
walked along with a patient and composed step, while another
followed close behind belaboring him lustily with a whip, which he
flourished with all the satisfaction of an amateur; but as the lash
was pointed only with a tuft of untwisted sea-grass, its application
merely served to keep open the wounds upon the patient's back,
which had been scarified, as I was informed, with the keen edge of
a flint, and was bleeding most profusely. The blood was kept in
perpetual flow by the stimulating juice of certain herbs, carried by
a third person, into which the scourger frequently dipped his lash.
Although the actors in this tragical farce were completely muffled,
yet they were well known to many of the by-standers, one of whom
assured me that they were three of the most notorious rascals in the
country. By submitting to this species of penance, they annually
received complete absolution of their past year's sins, and, thus
"purified," entered afresh on the old career of wickedness and
crime. 9

In some of the Penitente moradas during those years, the Hermandad enacted portions of the passion narrative during the
earlier Fridays of Lent, privately and for their own edification, but
using a statue for the part of Christ and leaving appointment of a
human representative for the final ceremonies on Good Friday. In
Tome, it is known that Fr. Jean-Baptiste Ralliere, pastor from
1858 to 1911, contrived to separate the Penitentes from the pas,sion play, allowing them only to prostrate themselves at the doorway of the church on Wednesday evening of Holy Week, humbly
permitting the faithful to tread on them when entering. 10
.
As it eventually developed under Raillere's direction and in succeeding years down to 1955, when it was last performed, the
Tome passion play began with this Wednesday evening Tinieblas
ceremony and the capture and imprisonment of Jesus on Thursday. The Procesi6n de Las Tres Caidas on Friday morning
dramatized stations one to nine of the Way of the Cross, El Serm6n
del Descendimiento in the afternoon dramatized stations ten to
fourteen, and El Serm6n de la Soledad commemorated the be-
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reaved mother with a sermon and procession in the evening. After
a very brief enactment on Holy Saturday at the time of the Gloria
of the mass, the ceremonies ended with a procession of the Risen
Christ meeting hts mother on Easter Sunday morning; this last
ceremony is found in New Mexico only in Tome and San Miguel,
and may be assumed to be an addition of the French priests
Ralliere and Fayet to the passion-centered spirituality of the New
Mexico Spanish.
In addition to what has been mentioned, Florence Hawley Ellis
notes a bit o(dialogue spoken by Judas: " 'dCudnto me dan y yo se
le entriego?' (What will you give me if I deliver him?) asks Judas
craftily, listening to the long discussion with the Romans. The
leader considers the offer, debates-and then money changes
hands and the players disappear as the spectators push into the
church." J. D. Robb adds in his Hispanic Folk Songs of New Mexico that on Thursday afternoon "the villagers rush into the church
shouting, while firearms are discharged out~ide. They then take
out the effigy of Judas and hang it.';]] Getting the Procesi6n de
Tres Caidas off to a rousing start the next morning was the floridly
impressive Sentencia pronounced by Pilate; in addition to the
three versions published in Holy Week in Tome, there 'is another
published i~ 1878 by Re~istaCat6lica"

.SENTENCE OF DEATH
Pronounced by Pontius Pilate upon Our Lord Jesus Christ
In the seventeenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, on the
twenty-second day after the ides of March, in the Holy City of
Jerusalem, while Annas and Caiphas are the priest~ making sacrifice to God.
Pontius Pilate, Governor of Lower Galilee, sitting on the
presidential seat of the Pretorium:
I sentence Jesus of Nazareth to die on a cross between two
thieves, in accordance with the solemn and manifest witn~ss of the
people that 1 0 Jesus is a seducer; 2 0 he is seditious; 3 0 he is an
enemy of the Law; 4 0 he falsely styles himself Son of God; 50 he
falsely styles himself King of Israel; 6 he entered into the Temple
followed by a multitude holding palm-branches in their hands.
0
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I order the principal centurion Quirilus Cornelius to lead him to
the place of execution.
I forbid any person be he poor or rich to impede the death of
Jesus.
The witnesses who validate the sentence against Jesus are 1 0
Daniel Robani, pharisee; 2 0 Juan Zorobatel; 3 0 Rafael Robani; and
4 Capeto, a publican.
Jesus should go out of the city by the gate called "Struene."12
0

For a few years after the complete Tome play was suspended,
attempts to continue at least the stations of the cross on the Cerro
de Tome, a volcanic cone in the vicinity of the village; this service
lapsed after a few years, to be revived in 1975, enlarged for the
Bicentennial, and continued in 1977 and 1978 because "it proved
to be a good thing and the people liked it." In these latter years the
"piadosa practica" became even more ambitious, with the parts
of Christ, Mary, the esposas benignas (who help "embalm" the
body), and the other participants taken by various persons of the
vicinity, except that the venerable "Sangre de Cristo" crucifix
took over for the twelfth and following stations. Following the
capture, the action closely followed the fourteen stations, repeating in our own day the probable origin of the New Mexican passion play more than two centuries ago. 13
In Albuquerque's San Felipe church, the ceremony of the deposition and the procession of burial are still performed annually on
Good Friday evening. There is evidence from the last century that
these are remnants of a slightly Juller set of presentations. For example, in the surviving book of Sunday announcements of the first
years of the long Jesuit tenure at San Felipe, the people were told
on Palm Sunday, 1869:
The sermon of the Imprisonment will be preached at seven in the
evening on Thursday. Friday, the ceremonies will begin at ninethe sermon on the Holy Burial will be preached at three in the
afternoon. After the sermon there will be a procession in which the
image of the Holy Burial is carried through the plaza. At seven Friday night the sermon to Our Lady of Solitude will be preached. I '

There is further information on Passion Sunday in 1873, when
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three sermons are listed together with their sponsors, and named
as "the sermon on the imprisonment of Our Lord for Thursday
afternoon. . . the sermon of the Three Falls on Good Friday. . .
the sermon on the Three Hours of Agony for Good Friday afternoon." The next year there is a listing of four sermons though with
no times stated; the announcements add, "On Holy Thursday
afternoon the solemnity of the Washing of the Feet will be held."15
The 'Palm Sunday 1873 announcement of ceremonies is the
most informative single entry:
The Holy Week devotions will be held this year as is customary
on Thursday, Friday and Saturday. On Holy Thursday, after Mass,
Our Lord will be deposited in the Holy Urn and will remain there
until Good Friday. We urge the visits to the Urn. On Holy Thursday afternoon at four will be held the procession, devotion and sermon .of the imprisonment of Our Lord through the devotion of
William Eront and Fritz Greinning. At night, watch and singing of
the Stabat Mater at the Holy Urn.
On Good Friday, after Our Lord has been taken out of the
Sacred Urn, the procession, devotion and sermon on the Three
Falls will be held through the devotion of Don Ambrosio Armijo.
That same afternoon a procession will be held, devotion and sermon on the Three Hours of Agony of Our Lord through the devotion of Don Salvador Armijo. Catechism this afternoon. Girls who
wish to participate in the procession-Black dresses of mourningcleanliness of the streets-candles for the Urn-confessions on
Wednesday and Holy Saturday especially.-On Holy Saturday
blessing of the baptismal font, of the Easter candle and the Mass of
Glory. Sunday we celebrate the solemnity of Easter Resurrection. 16

The sermon of Nuestra Senora de la Soledad receives no mention,
but the part of the passion play commemorating the imprisonment
and the entire cycle of the stations does seem to remain; and since
there are four sermons the next year, the likelihood is that the service was performed in 1873 as well.
Revista Catolica offers a brief description of the 1875 services:
"Albuquerque-The ceremonies of Holy Week were performed
with great precision and correctness. There were the singing of the
office of Tenebrae, five sermons, and two processions in honor of
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the passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ. The crowd was huge and the
communions numerous." The next year, the Albuquerque Republican Review said:
Holy Week: The past week being the last of the lenten season, and
on account of its commemorating the Passion and Death of our
Divine Redeemer, is generally called among Christians Holy or
Passion Week, was celebrated here with the imposing ceremonies
usual on so solemn a festival. On Thursday the parish church was
decorated and the services commenced with solemn high mass followed by a procession. On Friday the gospel according to St. John
[18:1-40; 19:1-42] was sung by Revs. Father Persone, Ravel, and
Capilupi, S.J.; at its conclusion Rev. R. Baltassarre, S.J. preached
an eloquent sermon on the three prostrations or occasions when
our Redeemer fell beneath the load of the cross on his way to mount
Calvary. The Rev. gentleman showed the significance of those falls
and proved their authenticity. In conclusion, he exhorted his
hearers to repentance and an avoidance of those sins in the future
which entailed upon the Son of God such overwhelming sufferings
upon earth. In the afternoon another sermon was preached by Rev.
C. Persone and afterwards a procession was formed that passed
through the principal thoroughfares. The infant children, all girls,
that composed one of the choirs attracted considerable notice, both
on account of their appearance and the excellent style in which
they chanted the hymns and responses set apart for them. . . . At
8 p.m. another sermon was given by Fr. Ravel, and during the rest
of the night a number of persons remained in the church, spending
the time in devout contemplation. Today, the glorious resurrection
will be commemorated and tomorrow, the services for this Lent
will be concluded. 1 7

Thus, to sum up, the San Felipe de Neri ceremonies during the
period, besides the usual masses of Holy Week, probably went like
this: Thursday afternoon-washing of feet, capture and imprisonment, sermon and procession; Friday morning-'-first nine stations
enacted during a procession, sermon following; Friday afternoon
-sermon and procession of Nuestra Senora de La Soledad. As all
accounts make clear, at every opportunity the people would have
sung alabadosappropriate to Holy Week-narrative hymns retelling events of the p~ssion, often structured from the stations.
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The deposition and burial are still performed each Good Friday
evening at San Felipe. These enactments take place during the
devotion of the Way of the Cross, and consist of a sermon by the
priest after the twelfth stations followed by acting out of the thirteenth and fourteenth stations. Eight men, whose roles have
passed down from father to son through the years, remove the lifesized Santo Entierro from a tall cross that is erected at the front of
the sanctuary, backed by a large black curtain, and dominating
the church from the time of the worshipper's entrance. Seven men
steady the cross, the bulto, arid a ladder leaning against the back
of the cross, while an eighth man ascends. He removes the crown
of thorns, arranges a long white cloth between the hinged arms of
the bulto and the arms of the cross so that it passes in frorit of the
chest, removes the nails from the hands, and then lowers the statue
into the arms of some of the men below. They place it into the
open coffin, aided by two black-clad women whose roles, similarly to those of. the men, have passed down from' mother ~o
daughter through the generations; these arrange the limbs, the
draperies, and flowers with which it is decorated. Then the eight
men lift the coffin to their shoulders' and bear it from the church
for a torch-light proc«:;.ssion around Old Town Plaza, accompanied
by the entire congregation singing hymns; they finally return it to
the head of the main aisle for the remaining prayers of the stations
and a concluding ceremony, during which members of the congregation file forward to revere the five wounds by kissing them
and touching their rosaries and other pious objects to them. ls
To the west of the Rio Abajo towns of Tome and Albuquerque
lie the Spanish villages of Cebolleta, Cubero, San Rafael, and San
Mateo; the first two are north of Laguna reservation, the last north
and west of the great massif of Mount Taylor, Monte de San
Mateo. Revista Catolica published a "Communique" from Jose
Rafael Marquez describing the Seboyeta (current spelling:
Cebblleta) passiontide services of 1887:
The ceremonies of the last three days of Holy Week were celebrated
here this year with imposing solemnities according to the traditional manner, that is to say, with the Centurion, the Executioners,
Judas, etc., etc. Everyone playedhis role to perfection. With dona-
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tions from Don Jose Gonzales, Don Jose Rafael Marquez, the
Brothers of the Third Order of Saint Francis, and the town, the five
Pasos were preached by the Reverend Pastor Don J. B. Brun amidst
the tears and sighs of the people who filled the sacred edifice. On
Holy Thursday and Easter Sunday the number of communions surpassed any previous concourse at the Eucharistic table. 19

Laurence F. Lee's photos, which illustrate his 1910 bachelor's
thesis at the University of New Mexico, show portions of a ceremonial enacted in 1908 at San Rafael, south of Grants, under
Penitente auspices. "Jewish soldiers" wearing loosefitting masks
and hats and carrying staves march toward the Calvario, which
seems to be in the town plaza. They hang an effigy of Judas, and
then as they carry the Christ-effigy toward the cross, Veronica
meets it, wipes its face with her veil, and turns to the people to
display the veil and show the countenance of the Savior printed
thereon. Dorothy Woodward's 1935 Yale dissertation contains
eight photos taken by Harriet Mayfield of the Los Angeles Times
in San Mateo in 1925; the photos show one of the Penitente
brothers carrying the cross along a roadway marked into "stations" by temporary wooden crosses. At a Calvario near the
morada he and two other men are tied to crosses which have platforms for them to stand on. There is in addition a pair of photos
showing preparations for burning a Judas effigy. Woodward's text
borrows Harriet Mayfield's description:
The Friday procession, as witnessed in San Mateo, 1925, took
place in the afternoon. Issuing from the morada, the Pitero
(Flutist), whose music was weird and penetrating, began to play.
Three young girls, in white confirmation robes, led the march going forward on their knees. Each one carried a platter on which
there were a crown of thorns, a hammer, and a reed, some of the instruments of the Passion which were to be used later in the crucifixion. Following them were St. Veronica and the three Marys. The
Christus, bound and weary from the blows of the crowd, was
brought out of the morada by the Roman soldiers. They placed on
his shoulder a heavy cross the weight which bent him down. He
took his place in the procession and was followed by more Penitentes carrying an image of Christ also in bonds. They marched
from the morada up the canyon and back to the morada where the
crucifixion was to take place. 20
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One time only, also in 1925, the town of Cubero, east of Grants,
put on the Deposito under the direction of a man from San Mateo,
almost certainly a member of the Penitente chapter there, and
with the local sponsorship of the Cubero chapter. According to the
recollection of witnesses today, the Cubero presentation was
similar to that in Tome, with the use of statues, actors on
horseback (Pilate and his two attendants, for instance), and outdoor scenes; the Last Supper was enacted outside the church, the
temple scene at the morada, the judgment scene at Alfonso
Chavez's house, and some other scene at the schoolhouse. Fr.
Robert Kalt, O.F.M., served as narrator and spoke the part of
Christ, Frank Chavez acted the part of John the Baptist, and there
may have been an episode in which Judas read a comic "last will
and testament"; observers recall that there were some "papers"
which served as a script. 21
In the Taos area to the north there have been two portions of the
passion play which are performed by Penitentes of different villages publicly and for edification of the faithful. The first takes
place in Ranchos de Taos; it has been described several times by
Mary Austin, occasionally by newspaper articles, and recently by
the doctoral dissertation of Harold Nelson Ottaway. Mrs. Austin's
various descriptions may be gathered together and summarized
thus: Put on by the men from three moradas and their womenfolk,
the play prior to World War I took place in three parts, the
capture on Wednesday evening, the first nine stations on Thursday
afternoon, the last five stations on Friday afternoon. After the
war, at least for a while, the play was performed all at one time,
Friday afternoon. The procession was led by a cantador (cantor)
and a rezador (reader of prayers); four young women carried the
statue of Mary on an andas, and a man pulled the carreta de la
muerte. Various persons acted the parts of the centurion, the three
Marys (who carried lanterns), and the soldiers, and one man
played both Caiphas and Pontius Pilate. At the place representing .
Calvary there were three crosses; the Santo Entierro was removed
from its coffin, hung upon the central cross, removed, and replaced in the coffin. Mrs. Austin speculated that the play may
have developed from the passion play of Tzintzuntzan, Mexico. 22
But by the early fifties, though the Penitente Brotherhood of Ranchos de Taos still performed the play in the patio of the morada, it
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had dwindled to "the reading of the story of }esus'last hours on
the cross, interspersed by chants and songs," and a procession
shown by photos in the Mazzullas' collection. 23
Twenty years later, however, Harold Ottaway witnessed the
Ranchos morada's revived and restored ceremonies for three years
(1972-74) and composed a very graphic and observant account of
the public rituals of the passion:
On the morning of Good Friday there is a procession that once
again leaves from the morada and proceeds to the cross at Calvary.
The older women carry a santo of the Virgin Mary, and one of the
little girls dressed in black (Veronica) carries a white cloth that is
folded once, and she is careful to hold it so the ends are in her hands
and the fold is towards the ground. The pitero and drummer are
present, as are the mayor, rezador, and the remaining Brothers.
One of the Brothers again carries the life-size wooden Cristo, but
on this day a white robe has been secured around the Cristo's body
and the black cross that was carried in yesterday's procession is today tied to the Cristo's shoulder. One of the Brothers wears a white
sheet wrapped around his upper torso and head, in the style of a
toga. Carrying a long wooden spear, this Brother is costumed to
resemble a Roman soldier who is guarding Christ en route to His
crucifixion. In addition to the spear, he carries the end of a rope
that is wound around the large Cristo and the cross that is tied to
the Cristo's shoulder. . . .
Once the procession reaches Calvary the participants form a half
circle in front of the cross. . . .
The rezador and mayor assume positions near the Brother who is
still holding the large Cristo and when the correct passages are
found in the copybook the rezador begins to read. Passages are
read from the Bible and the first nine stations of the cross are
described. . . . At various stages in the reading, such as after the
fourth station, in which Jesus meets His Blessed Mother. . . . the
person holding the Virgin Mary santo steps forward and holds the
santo with outstretched arms as the man bearing the large Cristo
allows it to lean forward in order to make brief contact with the
statue of the Virgin Mary. In each case there is a reenactment of the
appropriate station of the cross. The sixth station involves the little
girls who are dressed in black to represent Veronica. They step forward and as Jesus moves through the crowds on His way to cruci-
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fixion, the little girl who has been holding the white cloth reaches
up and wipes the sweat from His face. She then drops one end of the
cloth, revealing the image of Christ's face that has appeared on the
cloth. Everyone present privately meditates on the Passion of
Christ as the stations are dramatized before them.
After the rezador completes his readings from the large
copybook, everyone moves around the large cross, many kissing it
as they go by. The procession then travels slowly back to the
morada yard along the winding, rocky road. 24

Here, as usual, the Friday morning ceremony dramatizes, using
the Jesus Nazareno bulto, the part of the passion covered by the
first nine of the stations of the cross. The Ranchos ceremony is different from most of the rest in that the various stations are
depicted not in different places along the processional route but
instead atthe Calvario..
.
After a break for lunch and the early afternoon s.ervice at the
Ranchos church, the morada ceremonies resume in midafternoon
and present the final five stations, jlsing another bulto:
A rope has been stretched between the north and south walls of .
the morada yard and placed over this rope are several white sheets
that serve as curtains. These are arranged toward the center of the
rope, so that the outer edges of the courtyard are still visible.
Behind these curtains a large black plank cross has been erected
and upon it has been tied a life-size image of Christ. The body of
the crucifix has. leather joints where the arms attach to the torso,
thereby permitting an even more realistic pose. This statue, known
as Jesus Entierro, is not the same one that has been carried in the
previous processions. Near the altar room door a coffin rests on its
bier. . . .
The mayor looks on as the rezador reads prayers from the
copybook. The Book of John is quoted, as are some of the stations of
the cross. At one dramatic point the curtains are pulled open to
reveal ". . . oUf Lord on 'the cross" as the rezador reads John
19:32-34:
So the soldiers came and broke the legs ~f the first, and of the
other who had been crucified with him; but when they came to
Jesus and saw that he w~s already dead, they did not break his
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legs. But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at
once there came out blood and water.
At this moment a Brother dressed as the Roman soldier and
carrying a long wooden spear steps forward and pierces the right
side 6f Jesus. This great Cristo presents a realistically carved side
wound complete with painted blood gushing from the opening. It is
at this point that the spear touches the Christ figure.
The thirteenth station of the cross is recounted and "His body is
taken down from the cross." Two Brothers assist each other as they
remove the title "I.N.R.I." (Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews) at
the top of the cross. There are three Veronicas standing nearby, one
of whom steps forward to receive the "I.N.R.I." sign. The rezador
at this time continues with the narration and at the appropriate
moment the crown of thorns is removed and given to a second
young girl. The narrative proceeds and then the Brothers carefully
remove the nails (bolts with the heads painted black and the shanks
painted a bright red) from the Cristo's hands and feet. These are
presented to the third Veronica. The men then untie the black
pieces of cloth that have been lashed around the Cristo's arms to
secure Him to the cross. As they do this a third man holds the figure
firmly around its waist, so that it does not fall. Once all· of the
restraints are removed, the two Brothers gently lower the Cristo
and carry Him to the table placed near the altar room door. After
further reading by the rezador, the Cristo is placed inside the coffin
and the lid is closed. "Our Lord is dead."
The final procession is formed and all, including those friends
who have been invited to see the dramatization, walk along
together. . . . The bier is carried by four Brothers and the pitero
and drummer offer the accompaniment for the Brothers who sing
the alabados. The Brother who is dressed as the Roman soldier also
walks along with the procession, as do the three little girls, still
dressed in black, who represent Veronica. This is a solemn procession and the participants often walk with their heads bowed in
meditation and prayer. As Calvary is reached the Brothers gently
touch, sometimes genuflecting in reverence, and kiss the cross.
Many of the others who follow will touch the cross and then cross
themselves. After everyone has passed by Calvary, two Brothers
step out of line and work the cross loose from the earth. Once it is
free, the cross is hoisted to the shoulders of one of the men and he
quickly proceeds to the front of the procession as it makes its way
back to the morada. 25
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The multiple black-clad Veronicas are a departure from the
usual arrangement in the South and West; though in the presentations of the play in Tome, San Mateo, and San Miguel del Bado,
there are a number of young women who hold the nails, crown of
thorns, and so forth, they are dressed white though Veronica is
not. Arroyo Seco follows the same pattern as Ranchos de Taos, as
Weigle makes clear, with five girls from nine to thirteen years old
chosen to be Las Veronicas. 26
Considering the relatively small number of persons in the territory with time and aptitude for writing, it is striking how consistent are the accounts given of passion plays and the number that
exist. In addition to the examples cited, there are descriptions of
ceremonies in Arroyo Hondo, by Cleofas Jaramillo; of plays in the
San Luis Valley, in Medio and Conejos; and in eastern New Mexico, in La Cuesta (now Villanueva) and in San Miguel del Bado,
near Las Vegas. The ceremony has survived in many places to the
present day, drawing the faithful and the curious, and is actually
reviving in importance in parishes where it has been dormant for
decades. 27
In the light of surviving documentation of past performances
and the living witness of ceremonies still performed, we can
become more specific about the central structure of the New Mexico passion play. At the very basis are the stations of the cross,
especially as reinforced at key points by the sorrowful mysteries of
the rosary and the last four of the seven sorrows of Mary. The most
important moments are the meeting of Mary and Jesus on the via
dolorosa (the fourth station and the fourth sorrow), Jesus' death on
the cross (the twelfth station and the fifth sorrow), the deposition
(the thirteenth station and the sixth sorrow), and the burial (the
fourteenth station and the seventh sorrow). Thus the very core of
the play is made up of Encuentro, Crucifixion, Descendimiento,
and Entierro; the Prendimiento stands in the next order of importance before the beginning of the stations as the Soledad stands
after the end. As to the essential techniques of performance,
statues take the parts of Jesus, Mary, and John the Apostle while
human actors take the other parts, the most coveted being that of
the centurion on his dancing horse; the verbal dimension of the
play-the "book"-takes less the form of dialogue than that of
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hymns, devotional prayers of the stations, and sermons if a priest
is available. And finally, in keeping with the lingering medievalism of Franciscan New Mexico, the theological emphasis of the
passion play-as of the New Mexican Spanish soul-is not on the
resurrection of Christ but on his passion.
The stations of the cross were popularized during the first half
of the eighteenth century; brought to New Mexico by the Spanish
and Mexican Franciscans, they were readily and even eagerly accepted since they answered needs posed by the absence of the Mass
on Good Friday even in a parish having a priest and by the thirst
of the New Mexican people for involvement in some sort of dramatization of the central Christian event. For despite the disastrous
character of the death of the God-man as it is viewed objectively,
the event (when viewed subjectively as the redemption of Christians for their sins) calls for involvement not just for individuals
but for a whole village of persons who have their main identification on the village level. 28 Hence the dramatic, ceremonial, and
communal form of the Spanish New Mexican passion playas it
developed in the second half of the eighteenth century; and hence
also the paradox that for purposes of ceremonial identification it
does not matter whether one has involved himself or herself as a
friend of Christ-as Simon of Cyrene, Veronica, the holy women
of Jerusalem, or an angelita-or as an enemy, as Barabbas, Pilate,
a Roman soldier, a Pharisee, or even Judas himself. The important
thing is that one has become involved, has helped, whether as actor or as singing and praying member of the congregation, to perform the cosmogonic event of the Christian world.
Casting back overthe dates of the passion plays of which there
is mention, we see that apart from Dominguez's note and Gregg's
and Davis's descriptions that accounts come from the seventies
and eighties of the last century except for the Conejos occurrences
which lasted into the nineties and the Ranchos de Taos, Tome, and
San Felipe ceremonies which have survived into our own day.
At the beginning of the sequence, it appears that the records of
the passion play note something that the people of the area took
for granted, and that it was outsiders who found the ceremonies
remarkable-Dominguez, Gregg, and Davis. Further, the greater
number of accounts derive from the Italian Jesuits who acted as
pastors in Albuquerque and Conejos and left descriptions in house
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diaries, the Jesuits from the College of Las Vegas who helped in
nearby parishes during Holy Week and wrote accounts of what
they had seen, and the Jesuit editors of Revista Cat6lica who
published notices of religious doings sent in t~ them from around
the territory. Since the Jesuits arrived in New Mexico in 1867,
their contribution to the historical record began as promptly as
could be hoped.
At the other end of the sequence, in the 1880s, we find a very
rapid decline of accounts from New Mexico, apparently due less to
a disinterest in New Mexican customs on the part of persons who
would have noted the passion plays than to a decline and disappearance of the plays themselves. But the Conejos plays continued in the Denver diocese, if only for a short while longer,
suggesting that perhaps the presence of Archbishop Salpointe in
Santa Fe may have brought many of the New Mexico plays to
their conclusion. Salpointe was a determined enemy of the
Penitentes, and it could be that during his regime anything that
smacked of New Mexico folk religion, such as the passion play,
was put aside in favor of official services and French and Italian
devotional practices like the parish missions which the Jesuits
preached so diligently every Lent, especially every Holy Week,
with their heavy emphasis on frequent confession and regular attendance at mass. It could be that there is a document to this effect
slumbering in some diocesan or parish archive; it could be that no
such document ever existed, that the passion plays were never
taken seriously enough by the hierarchy to bring them to compose
such a letter. It could be, indeed, that the passion plays were
simply the victims of the increasing influx of Anglos into the territories, the increased availability of mass and confession in the
Spanish villages, and the consequent reluctance of the inhabitants
in many areas to perform a laborious and time-consuming set of
ceremonies for which the original need had vanished-or had
seemed to vanish.
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